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ABSTRACT

The degree of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with
placement of some 1,300 students in modern language courses at the
University of Washington, Seattle, is ascertained at the conclusion
of a semester's study. Discussion of the means used for placement ia
five freshman and sophomore language courses is contrasted with
results of a questionnaire requiring students to judge whether
placement had been either too low, too high, or satisfactory. Tables
are included. (RL)
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A survey ¢f student attitudes toward foreign language

. placement was carried out in Autum Quarter 1968. About
57 per cent of the students in Spanish, L5 per cent in
French,, and 37 per cent in German expressed varying degrees :
of dissatisfaction with their placement. Students placed ‘E
+in French and Spanish courses were much more likely to

claim they were placed too high rather than too low.

Within a specifie course placsment category, students who

thought they were underplaced generally scoraed higher

‘on placement tests and course grades than the satisfied,

who, in turn, surpassed ths overplaced., Thess differences

are most acute in Sparish. Requiring higher placement

scores for certain courses may alleviate some placement

problems but may very well create others.

Toward thewwaning stages of Autumn Quarter 1968, University of Washington
students enrolled in freshman and sophomore level language courses in French,
German, and Spanish were asked to £ill out & brief questionnaire ‘inquiring
about high school and college foreign language background and securing Judgments

regarding the validity of foreign language placemsnt decisionse.
The Need for Evaluation., Since the origin of UW foreign language

placement during the fall of 1963 thousands of students have been placed into
University 1angué.ge courses in French, German, and Spanish through an evaluation

of test scores measuring skills in resding, listening, and grammar. Although

This research was funded by ths Washington Foreign Language Program thmugh the
auspices of the Bureau of Testing, Project 0269-119d.




there has been abundant experimentation with differsnt combinations of tests
and test scores in an effort to improve the placement, tao»much of this has
masqueraded as window dressing, or face validity, rathor than culminating
from empirically guided studies designsd to validate placements. The major
roadblock has been an almost complete lack of consensus about what constitutes
Wgood placement,™ and the inevitable consequence of how to measure it. The
alternative éourse of action has relied on scattersd impressionistic reports

. from students and faculty alike with little assurance that these, in any

meaningful sense, reflect general stiitudes about placement.

Questionnairs Items. Alt.hough":ﬁerhaps bélatedly, in view of the abrogation
of the College of Arts ani Scisnces foreign language graduation requirement, '
a student survey of attitudes toward placement was carried cut in the fall of
1968, ‘l‘he. two most pertinent questionnaire items weres

5. Which of the followlng determined your entrance to your present course?
(0)==Placement test
(1)==Placement tsst correctad later by agreement with instructor
(2)==Other {(without placement test)

6. If you answered (0) or ‘1) o quesbion 5; did the placemen. test you

‘had taken place yous
(0)=«Far below the level at which you think you should have bean
placed;
(l)mborrewhat below the level at which you think you should have

been placed;
(2)=-Right at the level at which you think you should have been

placed;
. {3)=Somewhat above tha lsvel at which you think you should have

besn placsd; .
(L)~~Far above ths level at which you think you should have been
placed. :

The sample was confined to students entering the University for the first
time in Autumn Quarter 1968 who were taking a languege course in French,
iGerman, or Spanish during the quarter and who answered (0) or (1). to question
#3, that is, took a-placemsnt test. It is believed that over 90 per cent of

the population filled out questionnaires.




Degree of Satisfaction. Students were placed into 101, 102, and 103,

courses whose methods and objectives are primarily oral-aural, 201, a grammax
course, and 202 and 203 (222 in PFrench), which are reading and writing courses.
There was a total of 489 placements in French, 380 in German, and 376 in
Spanishe About ten per cent of the respondents, moétly in Spanish,. were moved
one course forward or back from their initlal placement once the quarter began.

_ Data in Table 1 rafaer to initlal course placements and not courses which

students neosssarily took. Sines only a tiny fraction of ths mespondents
belisved they were placed "far above" or "far below" the level they should have
.been, thase categories were combined with the "somewhat below! and "somewhat
above" categories. Thus for sach course there wers ﬂu‘ae.oatagories-thoae
who thought their original placement was too low,.those who thought their
original placement was too high, and those who wers satisfied with their
original placement. N's and percentages for ths three categories within
course Jaevels of ]—.an__guagas are shown In Table 1.

‘Am Students Placea Too High? The survey data indicate that students

placed in French and Spenish courses who expregsed diasatiafaction with the
placsment were much more likely to claim they were placed too high rather than
toc low. Ever in the lowsr—level courses, such as 102 and 103, studsnts
would have preferred lower placement. The high-low ratio was 31 to 10 in
French 102 and 35 to 12 in Spenish 102; in French 103, it was 50 to 11, in
-Spanish 103, 37 to 10, The disparities bacoms even greatsr, of course, at
the 202 and 203 (222) lavels., The overall picture reveals ﬂmat.about 81
per cent of the French and Spanish critics thought placement was too high. |
German placement, on ths other hand, is not as lopsided; of ths 139
German dissatisfieds, TL felt they were placed too high and 65 too low.




Collectively, German studsents are much less critical of placenbnt methods as
seen from the relatively high satisfaction percentage, .

Extent of Dissatisfaction. The sbsence of a convenient yardstick for

ascertaining the degree of effectiveness of a given placement method precludes
any easily formulated conclusions regarding its effectiveness. If the gosl
wers to place accurately 100 per cent Qf the students, these methods leave much
to be desired since ohly 63 per cent of the German students, 55 per cent of the
French students,. and L3 per cent of the Spanish students were satisfied with
their placement. However, 100 per; cent is. undoubtsdly a utopian goal. First

" of all, for placement pﬁrposes, tests are far from perfect mgsasuring instruments.
For instance, they disclose very little about the mtivational- level of a
student; an ambitious student may find a course easy and unchallenging that a
lesser motivated student, with identical test scores, may find difficult,
Secondly, atudent evaluations of placement are unquestionably affected 'by' a
host of blasing factors, not the least of which involves.grade expectations.
Some students will be unsatisfied iest they receive an A& or B, while others
may ve content with a G, effort and motivation notwlthstanding. Diffarences
between the grade expected at the ocutset and the end of the course may spell
the difference batween a positive and negative placement endorsement, even
though the original expectation mey have ilnvolved a very unreslistic assess-
ment, It was noted in the previous aeéti&n that students were more inclined
to evaluate their placement as toc high rather than too low, This could mean
that tﬁey tend to look kindiier on a placement system that allows them to |

- take courses that do not tax their sbilities. Third, there is absolutely no |
prima facle evidenve that all courses with the same number are going to requirg
exactly the sams from each student even though such an assumption 1s built into




the placement system., Teaching effectiveness, the teacher's approach to the
subject matter, amount of study expected, types of examinations, and stringsncy
.in grading practicss ars highly varisble features and could have much to do
' wi*h a student's evaluation of his placement:

It is clear, then, that there is no magical satislaction percentage that can
function as an idealized standard for assessing placement. If one is willing to
accept student evaluations as the best existing criterion for assessing place~-
nent, ;tmprovements in the French and Spanish p';,acemant might best be mads by

“increaging systematically the éxam cutting scores for each course. RNeducing
the number of misplacements in Uerman presents more of a problem because the
number of highs and lows are about equal, Howsver, thase auggestions presums
that, within a epecific course placement catagory, studsnts who thought they
Wwere underplaced scoss higher on placemsnt tasts than the satisfied, whe, in
turn, score higher than ths overplaced. Earlier remarks would also presume
a descending order on courgse grades. Data in Table 2 provide a test for these

hypotheses,
Placemant Test and Grade Performances of the Dissatisfied. In svery .

Spanish course having a N of ten or more in at least twoc evaluation categories,
the test and GPA performances, without exception, conform to expectations.
That is, students who felt they were placed too low, indeed, scoXe higher on
placerant tests and subssquently prove better grade achievers than those who
thought they were placad about rights similarly, those evaluating their

~ placement as toc high are surpassed by the “about rights" on test scores and
gradese The gaps betweeh the groups are most precipitous on GPA attainments,
suggesting that the most salient gauge of a studentts satisfaction with
Spanish placemsnt revol™.s around grade expectations, It is important to 'baar




in mind that the course N's listed in Table 2 refer to initlal course place-
ments,. but the sssociated mean GPA's also include students who moved forward

or back ong course after the quarter begane. Although this creates some messiness
in interpretation it is unlikaly that this faclor alome is responsible for the
huge differences,

The French data ars not quite as clsar-cut as the Spanish, but the same
general tendencies persist. In 103 the mean GPA differences butween "about
rights" and ".oc highs" are negligible. Also, 201 students who thought they
were placed tco low fared rather poorly, though here the small N might be the
cause. Though the reading and listendng mesns very in a predictable fashlion,
gramar scores are virtually unrelated to evaluation. A glaring reversal of
the form chart -. -ps up in German 102: the 21 students who believed they were
placed toa low autained a mean GPA of only 2,19, while those satisfied with
their placement achieved 2.68. Despite this anomaly, the lows were placed
into 103 with higher tast scores than the satisfleds. But for the most part
the evaluations are closely linked with test and grade achievemants. |

Arpuments Against Increasing Cutting Scores. The tendency for many

atudents to be placad in courses they regerd as too dif.t‘ioul.t, especiglly.lin
Spanish, and %o a lesser degree in French, can be ovércome by requiring higher
placoment scores for csrtain courses. Aside from the inherent limitations

of ptudant evaluation of placement, at least three arguments can be mustered

Por maintaining the status quo. First, higher placement scores should more

evenly balance the highes and the lows, but may not reduce the number of negative
evaluations since some studenis who expressed satisfaction with thelir placecment
may have had different thoughis about the matter had placement requirements

been more rigorous. Secoqd, anothar study in this series showed quite conclusively




that students initially placed in a course perform much better as a group

than students who 11ike the preceding course in the sgequencs (Beanblossom, 1970).
Upping placement score requirements would provide them with an even greater
advantage, And finally, with the demise of the Arts and Sciences foreign
language requirement, there may be reason to conclude that because students
currently enrolled in foreign language courses are voluntaers rather.than

. captives, heightened motivation and ianterest may{operate to offset whatévver

hardships accmé from overplacement,



Table 2

Student evaluations of course placement by course level within
languages (percentages in parentheses)

French
0

102
103
201
202
#222

Total

Gerinan

- 102
203

#203
Total

#=It 18 possible for studsnts scoring high enough to earn exempt status, which

Course Placement Evaluation

Too Low

About Right
o3 o1
10 ( 8.8) 73 (64.0)
11 ( 9.6) 5h (47.0)
10 ( 9.1) 63 (57.3)
RO R0,
“"T‘%‘E_ > B.6) 268 é?ﬂ:B}
21 25.3; 62 (7heT)
21 (19.4 70 geh.a)
17 (15.6) 61 (56,0)
5 ( 8.8) 37 (6L.9)
1 ( he5) 10 (k5.

12 (11.5)
10 (1heT)
13 (17.1)
3 ( 3.4
3 ( 77
0e9

1 (100.,0)
57 (51&.8)
21 (30.9)
28 (36.8)
37 (42.0)

—- i

Too High Total
oo 6
31 (27.2) 1L
50 (h3.5) 115
. 37 (33.6) 110
36 (39.1) 92
25 (L8.1 £2_
179 (36. hi9
— 83
17 (15.73 108
31 (28.4 109
15 (26.3) 57
11 (50.0) 2%
Th (19 380
—omr 1
35 (33.7) ok
37 (Shel) 68
35 (L6.1) 76
U8 (5he5) 88
19 (L8.7 ]

accounts for the four "too low" evaluations in French 222 and the three
"too low! evaluations in Spanish 203.




Table 2

Maan placsment'test scorss and courss GPA!'s by studant evaluation
- of occurse placement in French, German, and Spanish#

Freach German Spanish
Course Placemert Course Placement Coursa Placement
Evaluation Evaluation Evaluation
: Too 4sbout Too . Too About Toc' Too . About Too
_];9_]; low Right High _Low Right _Ii:’.gh Low Right High
A Reading 6.1 T8
MLA Listening ko6 1hll
Gramnar ; 32.9 32,0
GPA — 2,62 2,81
N 2 N 0 21 &2 0 0 L 0
102
VLA Reading 152,6 149.5 1hhe6 153.9 151,5 1L8.5 151.8 1h9.6 1h7.1
MIA Listening 153.2 150.6 1L46.7 152.8 1h9.1 147.0 148.6 1LS.5 1L3.5
el e 23510 ?'13. lz‘si"g‘ wed iT'}gz 00 2 ?g 1.79
» <0 ° 09 L * » 2 ° 8 °
» N 10 13 31 70 ' .
103 |
MLA Reading 160.6 156.h 152,2 157.9 158.5 15603 16L.,3 158.4 15L.S
MLA Listening 158.5 155.1 154.6 15h.6 155.6 153,0 16l.4 151.9 153.1
Grammar 67.7 69.3 T0.3 58.’4. 52.8 5002
GP& 2,9 2,26 2,32 _3.12 2,64 1.8k 3.30 _2.40 _1.89
N "1 ToL T50 7 ~6r T3 Ti10 T2 T3t
200 ' | .
MLA Reading 166.0 163.% 162.1 . 16502 162,6 1T71.8 171.6 163.6
MLA Listﬁning 16103 16102 15900 15908 160.7 16608 165.0 15909
Grammar 7hl.‘2 7546 Zhég 23.2 g7ﬂ2 2s 206
GPA 24140 2071 ° _r 02& __2_.9 2000 ° ol)
N "Ti0 ~63 "3 T 5 T3 T15 13 ~ 28 35
202
WA Roading 170.0 167.2 17hel 16845 17he? 17040
MLA Listening 165.8 162.7 168,1 165.0  169.8 166.1
Gramar 8055 80.9 6855 59ég 15 2.19
GPA 2,80 _2,1h 3.20 _1l. . 3.19 _2,1
N 5 51 3 L L JFN 3 37
203(222) g | o | |
MLA Rsading 178.8 17h.3 182,0° 17ho7
MLA Listaning 17802 172-’.‘ 176.2 17209
Grammar 9301 9006 . .
GPA 2,91 _2.32 - 3.6 _1.90
N I 23 25 0 1 0 3 719

#=Moans ars not computed for categories containing fewer than ten casss.
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